Grabbing the attention of the public is a trick for any company or industry – to get the public
to act for the good of the environment is another story altogether. Keep America Beautiful is
trying to demonstrate the power of engaging individuals to drive recycling performance in this
era of short attention spans and to create advocates for recycling in the next generation.
By Brenda Pulley | Photo by Henrik Jonsson
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t is a cliché within the recycling community to state that recycling begins with an individual’s choice on how to discard
a used product or package. However true, it is a thought
that sometimes gets subordinated to the ostensibly largerscale concerns of the community with bottle deposit laws,
growth of single-stream collection, paying for MRF expansions,
commodity markets, or extended producer responsibility. At
Keep America Beautiful, however, the role of the individual
remains at the forefront as the key recycling driver, and the
programs that KAB deploys to engage and motivate individuals give continuing evidence that the behavioral component
remains essential to growing recycling rates.
The purpose of a recycling program is to raise awareness, build
motivation and create an enduring habit of recycling. Ironically, a
recycling program can be deemed most successful when individuals recycle because the behavior is ingrained, part of an automatic
notion of the right thing to do, without contemplation. Education,
awareness, and engagement are the pathways, habit is the goal.
One of the challenges in designing and deploying effective recy-

cling programs is to identify those program attributes with a greater
chance of motivating behavior and creating sustainable habits. KAB
has learned, as have so many in the environmental community, that
merely giving people more information about recycling facts and
figures rarely results in behavioral change. The “hook” is almost
always engagement through incentives (intrinsic or extrinsic), and
after convenience, one of the most powerful influences over behavior is making it the “norm,” or, to put it simply, positive peer group
participation. That emotional connection to something called the
community – the neighborhood, the school, the municipality, the
civic group, the church, the social network of friends – is why KAB
focuses so much of its efforts on building social connections and
creating opportunities for individual engagement in their community.

Recycle-Bowl

There is no better example of the community connection built
through emotional incentives than the use of fair and friendly comRR
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petition, and the growing participation of
KAB’s Recycle-Bowl program is a case in
point. When KAB initiated its first national
Recycle-Bowl in 2011, the notion was to take
a tested-and-proven formula of school loyalty
and inter-school competition and transfer it
to a cause-related activity – in this case, recycling (See Sidebar 1 for more on competition
theory). Modest financial incentives for the
winning school in each state were offered but,
with only one prize per state, KAB’s expectation was that participation would be driven
more by the sense of competing and less so
by winning a cash prize. In one sense, the
competition could be a Trojan horse, a means
by which to reach the students, faculty, and
administrators to build and maintain responsible recycling programs for the facility, with
the foundation being the engagement of individuals and creating the habit of recycling.
The first Recycle-Bowl in 2011 was
a leap off the high dive. KAB had less
experience in engaging the nation’s K-12
school systems than college and university
campuses. We thought we had a proven
idea, school-to-school competition, and we
knew we had access to a broad network of
interested parties. After 60 years, KAB’s

Sidebar – Competition theory
In 2013, KAB conducted a literature review
into competition theory. The summary of
such review is:
Direct competition can help a group
to form a strong identity, which would
increase social support and performance of
recycling behavior. However, it is important to make sure competitions are as fair
as possible so that all participants feel they
have a shot at winning.
Extrinsic rewards, which are incentives that are external to the individual,
such as money, food or prizes, can be
useful. One of the best uses of extrinsic
rewards is for encouraging initial participation. If your audience has barriers to
recycling such as misperceptions, disinterest or opposition to the behavior, a small

affiliate base had grown to almost 600 state
and local organizations. More recently, over
the previous three years, KAB had developed partnership relationships with many
of the state and regional recycling organiza-

extrinsic reward can increase the likelihood of initial participation, and from
there the participant can try out recycling
and see how it can fit into their life.
However, it is important to make sure
rewards are not too large or valuable,
which can make it all about getting the
reward, rather than any other motivation
to recycle.
Feedback is defined as providing
information about the level of success or
need for improvement. Feedback works
best for those who are performing well
below a set goal, such as very high producers of waste, so if you have a particularly
low-performing school or a low-performing building, provide feedback to
motivate them.

tions. Both the affiliates and members of
the recycling organizations had a history of
working with schools on recycling as well
as other civic projects. KAB’s focus was on
offering a program that these organizations
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According to the 2012 competition
data, the Recycle-Bowl is helping to increase
recycling.
• 4.5 million pounds of recyclables were
collected – indicating recycling volumes
for participating schools at four times
the national recycling rate per capita
reported by EPA.
• 3 percent of participants used the competition to start a recycling program.
• Participating schools recycle 10 percent
more than non-competing schools.
• 55 percent said they saw “some” or

“significant” increase in recycling tonnage during the competition.
Would any of this have happened without
the “hook” of competition? Perhaps, but
unlikely. The reported data from RecycleBowl are further evidence that programs that
appeal to emotional drivers work.

America Recycles Day

If Recycle-Bowl is an example of taking the
specific “hook” of competition to create
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thought was worthwhile, useful and likely
to succeed.
In addition, KAB knew it would
need to engage with many education
organizations, some of which KAB had
worked with in the past on such programs
as “Waste-in-Place,” KAB’s waste reduction activity guide for schools and youth
clubs. With early encouragement from
the National Wildlife Federation, KAB
actively sought the support from other
education organizations such as the North
American Association of Environmental
Educators, Project Learning Tree, Green
Schools National Network and Earth Day
Network.
In line with best practices of environmental education, KAB first helped
pilot school recycling competitions in
California, and Akron, Ohio to serve as
laboratories for a national program. We
learned many things from those pilots, as
well as from a Pennsylvania-run program,
but none more important than the need
to involve the public and private hauling
community to support the schools in their
efforts. As a result, KAB set about engaging the hauling community on a national
level as well as advising schools to work
with their recycling service provider to assist their own efforts. The feedback given
to KAB has been that this is a winning
strategy for both partners.
With the valuable assistance of staff
from the program’s founding sponsor,
Nestle Waters North America, KAB produced a program that included a sensible
and fair set of rules, a toolkit for engagement and a library of other environmental
education resources to assist educators.
We kept the time-frame reasonable, only
four weeks, to minimize the burden for
the schools. A series of webinars were
held for the recycling community, but also
for the educational community – teachers, custodians and administrators to help
spread the word.
When the final numbers came in at
over 1,200 schools participating in 2011,
we had the sense that we were on to something, that we had created a program that
was appealing to educators and students.
But two questions remained: could the
enthusiasm be sustained and could we
measure impact? Those answers came
back to us in the 2012 competition, when
participation grew 25 percent to 1,500
schools and the performance metric that
matters most, the impact on recycling
performance, was clearly demonstrated.
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community connections through a nationally standardized program, then America
Recycles Day (ARD) is an example of
bottoms-up, unstructured activism, with
individual communities deciding for themselves the hook that will work best for their
community and recycling priorities. ARD
is a classic framework program. There
are no “rules,” per se; it operates under a
broad rubric of education, awareness and
engagement. There is a registration process
for events, a website, toolkits and certain

“showcase” events on or around Nov. 15 of
each year, but the program’s success is linked
to the interest and energy of the broad
recycling community and the network that
KAB can reach to recruit thousands of local
champions.
The challenge for KAB has been
to provide a broad, universally useful
framework – and to keep it fresh – for its
widely varied local champions. The key
word for ARD is diversity, both from a
recycling perspective and a demographic
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AES is the go-to company for all your recycling equipment needs. We offer a full
product line to efficiently process most every material including cans, bottles,
paper, plastic, metal, e-waste and solid waste. Our custom-built, turnkey systems
include Mini-MRF’s, Shredding and Size Reduction, Bag Capture, Dust Control,
and Fire Suppression. Used and reconditioned equipment is available.

perspective. ARD supports thousands
of organizations, schools, colleges and
universities, businesses, NGOs, and
government entities from all parts of the
country, and with all kinds of recycling
interests and challenges. Each of these
“communities” of individuals will have
unique approaches for reaching and
touching people. What matters about
recycling, and how it is communicated,
may be very different for the Latino
neighborhoods in Hartford, Connecticut than for the tailgate party-goers
at Louisiana State University. This
diversity is further demonstrated in the
array of events that are held – workplace
employee engagement, special drop-off
collection events, environmental flash
mobs, school assemblies and seminars,
promotions for special materials such
as electronics or paint, campus tailgate
parties, and retail and customer promotions that connect recycling to the
holiday shopping season.
No one cookbook can satisfy this
grassroots diversity. Each year, the toolkits need to be expanded and refreshed,
and disseminated as widely as possible.
Over the past two years, social media
has become embedded in ARD, to the
point where we now see ARD trending
on Twitter on Nov. 15. New online
interactive components are created to
generate interest among entities that
may have been watching from the sidelines. The call for a personal pledge to
recycle more and more often, is back in
the ARD menu, and has been met with
enthusiastic support from over 90,000
pledgees in 2012. KAB purposefully
reinstituted the pledge as studies have
shown that a pledge can be an effective
behavior change tool – you are more
likely to take an action if you “commit”
to taking that action.
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Working at recycling
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KAB’s main thrust for this most recent
ARD was to kick-off a national campaign
to promote office recycling, Recycling
at Work. KAB wanted to leverage the
attention that surrounds ARD to kick-off
this new initiative to increase recycling in
the office workplace. In part, Recycling
at Work will continue to test how effective pledges are at motivating recycling
behavior, but in this scenario, it is the
business/organization making the pledge
rather than the individual.

There is much more to do and more to learn
in reaching people and developing the
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Going forward

“always” recycling habit and KAB works hard
to find what works best in reaching the public’s hearts and minds. For example, we have
recently partnered with the Ad Council to
produce the largest national recycling awareness campaign ever mounted, with commercials, away-from-home ads and an extensive
digital campaign, all pointing to a new website
IWantToBeRecycled.org.
The better we and our fellow recycling
advocates can get at not only improving
and modernizing the recycling infrastructure through a range of approaches, but
also improving our strategies to motivate
behavior, the better we can get at making
recycling a daily habit and achieve a recycling rate that is worthy of our prosperity,
our environmental culture and our community values.
To learn more about and to find out
how you can recruit a school or organize
a recycling event in your community, go
to KAB.org. Registration for each of these
programs is now open for 2013.
Brenda Pulley is senior vice president of
recycling at Keep America Beautiful.
She can be contacted at bpulley@kab.org
or 202-688-0603.
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New technologies and services also
create new dynamics. Most recently, KAB
has noted a surge of retail business interest
in promoting ARD and linking their local
or national brands to the cause. Beyond
brand identification, a hallmark of the growing business interest is the opportunity for
employee engagement. Businesses large
and small, knowing that good citizens make
good workers, are asking their employees to
find ways to engage in their communities
and ARD now provides an accessible and
tangible connection for thousands of workers to contribute time and energy to where
they live, play and work.
In the end, however, ARD is all about
the creativity and energy of the program’s
1,500 organizers. All events are designed to
show citizens that recycling is part of their
community’s norm as well as an environmental ethic with both local and global
rewards. With the 2012 engagement of
over 2 million people, ARD is participatory
environmentalism at its best.

RR

|

August 2013  19

